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floor tiles. His customary scowl was carving deep 
shan-usual grooves between his thick black eyebrows. — 


Liam shook his head as he. finished putting the last of a *s a 
the wooden chairs upside down on the dining 5 es | 


round, scarred oak tables. It was a half hour past closing, oH 


Mr. Burton was tallying up the day’s receipts at a table in- : 
the back corner of the burgundy-walled room, hunched 


over his old-fashioned calculator—one with thick buttons — 


anda narrow strip of 
ell Ree of paper that printed everything entered 
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cert nothing wrong eae being cheerful,” tapes 
er amping back to avoid getting splashed by Drews 


MF ae grumbled. “It’s not natural.” ae 7 a 
Liam sighed and walked away from his friend, heading . 
award the back of the eining room. There were still : 
dishes to be done in the kitchen. Drew was supposed to 
pave finished them earlier, but he’d gotten caught up on 
rexting his girlfriend, who was obsessing over what color 
tux he should rent for prom. a 
If Drew hadn’t been texting, though, he still wouldn’t 
have been working. At least two or three times a week, _ 
Liam would find Drew scribbling in his notebook or even _ 
sitting in the break room typing on his laptop. Mr. Burton ~ 
was beyond patient with Drew. He usually just made a tsk 
sound when he caught Drew writing instead of working. 
Sometimes, he’d say, in a teasing tone, “I’m going to have 
to dock your pay, my boy, if you keep that up on my time.” 
But Mr. Burton never followed through on the threat. 
“We had a good day today, Liam, my boy,” Mr. 
Burton said as Liam passed by. “A good, good day.” With 
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he moved his head quickly. TAs many elderly men, Mr. 

Burton had a bowling ball—size paunch that hung over 
the waistband of his low-slung black slacks. Burgundy 
suspenders—always burgundy, no matter What color 
striped shirt he wore—held up the Pants. Without the 
suspenders, the pants would have easily slid past Mr. 
Burton’s flat butt and skinny legs to puddle above the 
black-and-white oxford shoes. 
polished to a high sheen. 
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Pied i. he : is pe 0" ia half after 1 a.m., even though he didn’t have 
site ee mo, ame ‘gs usual, he always helped them with the work, 
“had Bice: 1° ya oh 3 good boss, more than fair. 
€ edge of to to Hi jot that Drew thought so. 
pee togerh, Wn. Aiba _ was the crux of the growing problem between 
eee fin, - a and Drew. In the past few years, Drew had become 
© friends. “ial ae 

aship hag ad couple years before, Drew’s grandfather had passed 
ded Brash : Ey: The man had made a fortune in the import/export 
anced Ove; 4 Ae acs: and he left that fortune to his nine grandkids. 
lish clean, his Drew's share, after all the estate taxes, was over $750,000, 
16 mo aaa put to Drew's chagrin, the money wasn’t his outright. 
len. “Now . His grandfather had placed the money in a trust fund 
© Move jp As that would be in Drew’s dad’s control until Drew turned 
*n done Often thirty. The same applied to the other kids, too. They 

were cool with it. Drew wasn’t. 

S-stee] oven, ’ Everything was an affront to Drew. No matter how 


S, since Mr well someone might treat him, he always saw what a 


was lookin person didn’t do instead of what they did. When Drew’s 

6 mother bought him clothes and cleaned his room, she was 
curled his > “smothering him.” When Drew’s dad put money into 
r. Bu fn _ Drew’s college fund instead of buying Drew a new truck 


or paying for his cell phone bill, his dad was “being a jerk.” 

! “Dude's got enough money to take Mom on a trip to 
Tahiti for their anniversary, and he won't buy me a new 
? What's up with that?” Drew had been repeating 
rouse ad nauseum for weeks. 


. Drew’s parents were attentive. Even though they 
worked full-time, their main focus was on Drew 
$ sister, Carly. Drew and Carly were loved. Liam’s 
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Ve), . «nt DUZZ of the old lighted Justa Pizza sign above the 
ahit; % vaurant’ back door. In the distance; a cat howled. 
hig a Np Gometimes, On late nights ike this, Liam felt like the 
is Biba. jetle COW? existed in its own reality, separate from the rest 
ded er’s ofthe world. Everything felt so insulated here. 
V's a | Liam and his family had moved here when he was a 
JV a a toddler, so he didn’t remember anywhere else. He watched 
Chicle = TY, though. He knew what normal towns looked like. 
Uble~ cay, This one never felt normal to him. The place kind of 
reminded Liam of a collection of movie sets. Everything 
Wier: a seemed strangely fake. One neighborhood was filled with 
Mplain nineteenth-century homes. One was all mid-century 
3 Those qodern. One was a gridwork of manufactured homes. 
n’s dad The factory, with its red brick exterior, looked straight 
Tustra_ out of the 1800s, but the factory’s offices, all flashy steel 
v th and glass, were almost futuristic. The two schools in the 
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town—elementary and middle school/high school— 
2ut his 


Teminded Liam of children’s blocks; they were formed 
from prefab compartments linked together. All the 
” businesses in the small downtown district were blocky, 
‘too, Each shop was a different color; all were two-story 
N quarters above, and all had flat roofs. The 
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{ shops marched along Main Street in a disconcertingly 
Straight line in front of the diagonal parking spaces that 

d the sidewalk. 

jam had seen pictures of other small towns, places 

ought looked inviting. This town wasn't inviting. 
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savings he'd been working at amassing. He’d planned on 


using that savings to buy his own car. Prom was going to 
push that dream further away. 
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thus far hadn’t oh Ae for a growth spurt that 
but that was Where ie © d gotten to five feet eight inches 
the most of his heigh seemed to be sticking. He made 
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ite her did you decide ‘happy’ was a bad thing to be?” 
: asked prew: 
prew jaughed without a trace of humor. “It’s not bad. 
pis just nor 
anti! We get out from under the thumb of the man. 
Liam laughed out loud. “*The man?’ Did we time- 
travel to the sixties, and I missed it?” He shook his head 
and got on his bike. “I need to go home and get some 
sleep. | promised Mrs. Gomez I’d weed her vegetable 
patch in the morning.” He looked at his old, cracked 
watch. “I mean, today. It will be light in just a few hours.” 
Drew punched Liam lightly on the bicep. “Better you 
than me. I’m going to go sleep until Mom drags me out 


of bed for Sunday brunch.” 


|. Happy is an illusion. Or at least it will 


It was late Sunday evening before Drew finally got to settle 
down in front of his computer to write his story. Drew 
settled on the rumpled gray sheets knotted up on his queen- 
size bed, popped open a can of soda, put in his earphones, 
and cranked up some grunge rock. He'd left his parents and 
his sister all cozied up on the sofa in the family room; they 
were going to watch some feel-good rom-com. Carly had 
suggested he invite Rianne over to join them (Carly, who 
had just turned thirteen, looked up to Rianne in an embar- 
rassingly fawning way). Drew explained he had work to 
do, and he was rewarded by his dad’s approving grin. His 
mom had made some comment about wondering how he 
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oe rew shoved a pillow behind his back and flexeg ee 


fingers, Ever since he and Liam had left the pizzeria early 
that morning, he’d been turning over ideas about how 
to write the exposé on Mr. Burton. He’d gone to sleep 
chewing on several story hooks, and when he got up, 
he was still mulling over various angles. As if his article 
series Was divinely ordained, Drew got further inspiration 
from the drive to his parents’ country club, where the 
family had mandatory Sunday brunch every week. The 
drive always passed a farm On the outskirts of town; it 
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ons must have minions who do their dirty work, Drew 


oned as he typed. What humans called psychopaths, for 
ample, were one form of a demon or a demon’s helper. 
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hat if Mr. Burton was a psychopath? Mr. Burton's kind 
ublic perso? 
employees Was certainly suspect, if not outright demonic. 


That was Drew's hook. Grinning, he began to type as fast as 


4 in contrast to the miserly way he handled his 


his fingers would go. 
In less than an hour, Drew was reading over what he 


thought was his best article ever. Some of the lines were 

just plain brilliant. Like this one: “In an age that places 

3 spotlight on hypocrisy, vilifying big pharma that kills 
cuddly animals in pursuit of the all-mighty dollar and 
boycotting goods manufactured in overseas sweatshops, 
how is it that we are willing to accept this same kind of 
duplicity in our own town?” 

Drew found parallels between demonic subterfuge and 
service industry's aims. “How 
can a business that claims to be serving the community 
undermine that very community with unfairly low 
wages?” Drew wrote. He went on to discuss the 
egregious unfairness of requiring employees to buy their 
own work clothes. “Mr. Burton requires his employees 
to wear white button-front shirts. Cotton only. White is 


the color of cleanliness, he tells us. It doesn’t matter that 
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and conscientious financial choices, you can do Only one 
thing about two-faced men like Mr. Burton, Let Mr 
Burton know that you won’t stand for his treatment of 
his poor, beleaguered employees. If Mr. Burton refuses to 
raise his wages, he deserves nothing less th 


his claim to your business. No good pay 
employees; no business for Justa Pizza’s owner. It should 
be that simple, I enco 
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Support if h Ke. Mr, Burton doesn’t deserve your 
Port j é > : 4 
doesnt ‘Upport his employees. 


an to relinquish 


for Justa Pizza’s 


MONSTER 
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pee direction, the school paper came out three days a 
week. Go figure. Drew might have been the laziest, most 
| N sntitled person Liam knew, but Drew still worked his 
- something that didn’t even pay. Liam had to 
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te thirtysomething Uy, frow, 
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ed stion shoved past Liam. Liam Nearly 
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nine ee all the way into the restaurant, y, 
Liam 1n 


‘nto the tiny emp wy 
Desc a small cherry dining table, six laddey_ 
room : 


back chairs, and a sideboard that held a microwave and 3 

coffee maker. A narrow bookshelf—that had been rescueg 
from an old Carnegie library, Mr. Burton had Said—sat 
against the cream-and-burgundy-striped wallpaper that 
covered the room’s walls. Liam dropped his backpack on 
the bottom shelf. Two purses and another backpack were 
already on a couple other shelves. 

Tam went out into the kitchen. Just as he did, Mr. 
Burton came through the swinging door leading to the 
ao ie Deb and Tracy, two of the other employees, 

€d behind him, 
ie ee raisnit a8 good as it should have 

frequently és nf © often mixed Up, and ingredients were 
‘ed because some of the original lighting 


cause Of thie 8 and Mr Burton hadn't had it fixed. 
fie kitchen Was a collection of shadow’ 


loyee’s room. off the kitchen. The 
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pe spo When Mr. Burton walked into the 
nig 


ae od - moved 1n Bec ua, is ihe Shadows and 
one nis eveS jit up unnaturally. It was a trick of the eye, 
Wn i knew, but given the reference to demons in Drew’s 
= ed a it WS unsettling. For just an instant, Liam could 
3 os B sieved that he had gotten a glimpse of Mr. Burton’s 
arly Bie persona, a persona of COFFUpHION and wickedness. 
Then Mr. Burton pushed his glasses down his nose. 
you over the top of them, he peered at Liam and Drew. And 
he smiled. The smile might have been a little strained, 

if 


maybe a lot strained, but it wasn’t an evil smile. It was 
just an ordinary old man’s smile. 

Liam thought Mr. Burton looked hurt. His eyes were 
more watery than usual. 

Liam immediately felt like an idiot for letting Drew’s 
imagery influence how he saw kind old Mr. Burton. 
“Hey, Mr. B,” Liam said lightly, as if nothing out of the 
ordinary was going on. 

Mr. Burton attempted to match Liam’s levity. “Hello, my 
boy, hello, hello,” he said. The joviality in his voice was a 
tad fake. And the chuckle that came after the greeting was 
more so, Mr. Burton was obviously forcing himself to be a 
good sport. 

“So, it seems we have some discontent in the ranks,” 
Mr. Burton said. He didn’t look at Drew at all. He took 
off his glasses and used the tail of his yellow-and-white- — 
Striped shirt to clean the lenses. 

Mr. Burton looked around at his employees. No one 
said anything. 

Deb, short and petite, tugged at one of her honey- 
blonde curls as she looked sideways at Tracy. Tracy 
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houlders. “That's not what we think.” Sh 
r dark look at Drew. “At least ee ; 
S not 


jmmedia 


his narrow S 


flashed anothe 
what most of us think.” 


Deb nodded vigorously. 
than fair to me,” she said to Mr. Burton. 


Mr, Burton reached out and patted Deb’s arm. “Th: 
you, my dear. That's very kind. Even so.” He fe... 
throat. “I’ve decided to give you all, across the b - his 

dollar-per-hour raise. I’ve already contacted ee ; 

who aren't here and let them know. The rai : igs 

i. on your next paycheck.” le 

0 one said anythi 
_ both hugged Mr. a Mi. Then Tracy and Deb 
Mr. Burton on the back thanked him. Rob clapped 
mumbled an awkward e and shook his hand. Liam 
mote and remained silent ank-you. Drew smirked some 


Rob ¢ 
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Maybe you an ‘peared Drew with a long stare 
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* that poison pen of yours to retract 


“You've always be 
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wrote: If you don't, there won't be enough 


f 
Berets .e pot ises Mr. Burton jus 
Y Wor, eUnd, gat y 9 cover the raises Vir. Durton just gave us all.” 
Man ss € ‘ ‘ ‘ “ 
om per ed silent. He just tied on an - 
Wanteg 2 ang pus * still remain J ed on an apron 


out of the kitchen. 


ven NOticg ae walked Pe hed ; 
Town }, : le w pankally, business picked up as the afternoon went 
&s oreveryone in town had seen the article, obviously. 
Sat Se er had enough customers to keep them busy until 
In ; 
Mr. Bas, Se en, Liam had convinced himself that the 
Pennie, : germath of Drew’s article would be short-lived. As Liam 
ee 2 a himself in the normal closing chores, some of the 
: Sh rension he'd fele since he’d peau EWS article had begun 
a to recede. Liam OS petling when he ae to 
he pull the mop bucket into the men’s restroom. His whistle 
Not caught in his throat, however, the second he spotted Mr. 
ee Burton standing at the white sink opposite the restroom’s 
ae. two urinals and one enclosed stall. 
Hunched over the sink, Mr. Burton was washing his 
Thank hands. This, in and of itself, wasn’t noteworthy; Mr. 
ed his Burton washed his hands a lot. It wasn’t Mr. Burton’s 
anda over-and-under, hand-over-hand motion or the soap 
thers | frothing over his knuckles that froze Liam to the spot. 
ll be What turned Liam to stone and sucked the breath from 
his lungs was the bright red blood that splashed against 
Deb { the sink’s stark-white porcelain surface. Liam swallowed 
ped ' hard as he watched blood-pinked soap dripping from Mr. 
am Burton's wrists. 
ne 


Mr, Burton raised his head. He looked into the mirror, 
and his eyes narrowed, He spotted Liam in the mirror’s 
reflection. He turned. 

Liam dropped the mop he was holding. It clattered to 
the floor as Liam’s gaze was caught in Mr. Burton's stare. 
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an splat’ Burton made no mention of the blo $ 
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and Liam a eGo pick up the mop. By the time i 
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Mr. Burton patted Liam s shoulder. Liam stiffened a) surtt 
anc 
onc 
didn't move for a full minute after Mr. Burton |e the cc 
restroom door swing shut behind him. didr 
cou 
Even though they worked together every evening the and 
at . > __ c 
rest of the week, Liam and Drew didn’t talk much Th : 
. They 
only shared two classes at school, and for the remainder of the 
Liam s : Lia 
the week, m spent his lunch hour working out instead 
of eating, Truth be told, he was avoiding his f,; in 
He hadn't 
gotten over his embarrassment. Drew—who th: 
de 


definitely didn’t need the money—had strone-armed 
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poor Mr. Burton, Liam felt awful about it | 3 
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a ot done before their evening shift at 
ee OF ped could get a l 
top Liam. ust ai Drew’s Bettogettiers were becoming 
lq piam ly rare. When they did see each other outside 
> sink. “Dy creme they always met up at Drew’s house. Drew 
Said. % be of sch? ab jn Liam’s new home twice and it had felt 
he tap, 1 lq ad ay in the extreme. Drew made it seem like he was 
Sing aWay th awkwar and Liam felt like he had to apologize for 
OF the bi, slummune 


yery cheap thing in the place. 
e ft was a sunny afternoon, so Liam and Drew set up 


ae : Was laptops at the outdoor table on the back deck. Drewes 
ie and mom had a green thumb and the yard was lush. The thick 
Passed green Jawn was perfectly even and free of weeds; it was 
Tene 7 surrounded by planting beds filled with flowers in every 
mn Jer * : conceivable color. Liam knew nothing about flowers, so he 
didn’t know the names of the profusion of blooms that he 
could see around them. All he knew was they were pretty 

ing the and they smelled sweet. = did the freshly mowed grass. 
DET hic Saturday-afternoon neighborhood sounds wafted into 
nder ies the yard from beyond the cedar fence that enclosed it. 
instead | Liam could hear the even rhythm of a bouncing ball out 
: . in the street, the screams of little kids combined with 
peed the spurt of a sprinkler in the house next door, and a 
eye dog barking a few doors down. Closer to the deck, 
arte intermittent chirping came from a clump of bushes at the 
: edge of the lawn. Liam looked over and saw a handful 
eg of sparrows hopping about in the beauty bark under the 

Jee] 


bushes. 


her Liam inhaled all the yard’s amazing scents. “Can you 
ra imagine living in nature inside buildings like we all do 
ed now?” he waved at a nearby bush. 
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. y < ie 
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gs used tO ** saened his laptop S© Liam could see th. 
on 
een. resentation on kelpje» ; 
ae k we should do our p pies. W 
“7 chin 
Ww said. 
le ae 5 
“ e 1es! $3 , : fs 
Z d. “They were Scottish shape-shifters b 


“yeah,” Drew Sa 


that could turn into anima | 
“| know what kelpies are. Like I said, I’ve been 


reading. But that seems a little out there for our project, 


ls, and—” 


We should—" 
“tye been looking into shape-shifting,’ Drew 


interrupted again. “Humans taking other forms. Or 
other beings taking human form. Werewolves. Stuff like 
that.” 

Liam frowned at Drew. Before he could form a 
question, Drew went on, 

It’s Mr, Burton,” Drew said. “I think he might be 


somethi 
mething besides the man he pretends to be. He might 
have powers,” 


Drew’s 
Wi p<"-9 . 
Ords were so Surprising that Liam leaned 
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aif the words themselves had plowed into him and 
packs him away from the table. 


ve 4 x > ; 
sho “4 attempted a chuckle. “Good one. But | thought 
ia g 
yhat you wanted. He gave us a raise.” 


\ 

eer made a face. “I’m not joking.” He abruptly 
oe and started pacing back and forth on the redwood 
decking: el feet Bends the boards and Liam felt 
che vibration ripple up his legs. 

“all he did was give us a tiny raise,” Drew said. “You 
noticed he didn’t even mention what I said about having 
to buy our own clothes for work.” 

“That’s because they're not uniforms,” Liam said. 
“Pheyre regular white shirts and black pants. We can 
wear them anywhere. Why should he buy them?” 

Drew stopped and frowned at Liam. “Are you serious? 
Do you think I'd buy white button-down shirts and 
black slacks if I didn’t have to have them for work?” 

Drew had a point. He was a jeans—and—I-shirt guy. 

Liam actually didn’t wear his black slacks outside of 
work, either. But he wore the shirts. He couldn't have 
done that if they were uniform shirts. 

“Besides,” Drew went on, “ever since we got the raise, 
nothing’s gone right.” He blew out air. “Did I tell you 
got a D on the physics test?” 

Liam shook his head, wondering how Mr. Burton and 
the raise could have anything to do with Drew’s grades. 
He didn’t ask the question, though. He was afraid to. 

Drew was stomping back and forth, his face reddening 
with each step. 

“I gota D in calculus, too,” Drew said, 


Liam remained silent. He wasn’t surprised by the 
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ee work. Bier the other night. I lost contro] 


“One of my tl i i 
k out the old biddy’s mailbox. | 
and too new, was the widow who 


“adv? Liam k 
“ Id biddy, Liam 
li ie end of the street. Liam thought she was nice. 
Ive 


Drew couldn’t get past the fact that she'd called the police 


one day when he’d sped through the neighborhood and 


narrowly missed her cat. 


“When Mom and Dad gave me the SUV, Dad said | 
had to take care of the insurance,’ Drew continued. “It 
cost a lot, so I got the highest deductibles you can get. 
But now, the damage is less than the deductible. So, | 
have to pay for all of it myself. I don’t have that much, 
80 I asked Dad to help. He won't do it. He says I need to 


learn responsibility,” 


Liam agreed, He didn’t say so, 


ae *Pig fight,” Drew went on. “I told him | don't 
nee ok tote in a job because of the work for 


1, and he aj Ea os 
said My Priorities are screwed up. He 
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oink to be a starving reporter. I told him I didn’t 
4 1 “ =. > ~ 
4 ‘f he’d let me have my trust fund. He said 


s a 
i Beeratve lefi : 
av yas reason Gramps eft the trust fund in his control 
chet yrned thirty. | accused him of wanting to steal the 
y from the fund. He got so pissed that he took it out 
e $ 
om and Carly, too. Now they're mad at me. Mom 
. do my laundry. Carly keeps playing her stupid pop 


t full yolume. I can’t concentrate to write.” 
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music 4 } oes 
Poor Drew cant touch his inherited hundreds of thousands 


until he’s the decrepit age of thirty. So sad. 
Liam gave some thought to pretending to play a little 
yjolin. He decided not to. Instead, he said, “What does 
all this have to do with Mr. Burton? And shape-shifters?” 

Drew threw up his hands. “Isn’t it obvious?” 

Liam slowly shook his head. 

“He's sowing unrest,” Drew said. “That’s what demons 
do. It’s what skinwalkers do.” 

“And shape-shifters? I thought werewolves just liked 
to rip people up. What do they care about unrest?” 
Liam asked, fully aware of how stupid the whole 
conversation was. 

“You're missing the point!” Drew shouted. 

Liam frowned. He crossed his arms. “What is the 
point?” he asked quietly. 

Drew leaned forward and lowered his voice, “I’ve 
been reading about unsolved crimes, you know, victims 
of psychopathic serial killers who haven't been caught. 
And it has me wondering just what Mr. Burton really is.” 

Liam shook his head. 
and went on, “Mr. Burton thinks 
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on the sandwiches they'd eaten before they came Put 
to work on the project: 
“Evil is subterfuge,” Drew said. “Wrong pretendin, 
be right. Bad disguised as good.” 8 to 
Drew tapped his chin, and Liam saw that se 
cuticles were chewed raw. He also suddenly noticeg is 
dark circles under Drew’s eyes. C 
“Okay,” Liam said for lack of anything better to say 
Drew backed up and pointed at his laptop. “| " 
eae started thinking about how there’s so much in the a 
y/y|?), that we can’t see. So many things going on right in fs 
of us that are invisible.” He waved his hands. “Cell phone 
f signals. Radio waves. Microscopic bacteria and Aa 
ie Bye puter “Did you know Sante 
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eighteen thousand new species of plants and 
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rear? Every year!” He slapped the tabletop, 
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“; mean what if people like Mr. Burton all the nj 
nicers out there who want everyone to think fe ney 
normal and so good, are actually something else mi a 

Liam decided he had to get the train Back on th 
tracks. “Okay,” he said. “We can go with idea 
Ir’ll be unique. I’m sure no one else will go that route » 
He opened his own laptop. “How do you want © 
do this?” 

Drew’s face, which had been taut and flushed with 
passion, went slack. The red faded from his cheeks. He 
picked up his soda and took a sip. Then he said, “Well, 
let’s do it the usual way. You research. I write.” 

Liam nodded. And then it was like Drew’s rant had 
never happened. They began knocking around ideas 
about how to approach their presentation while the 
sparrows continued to chirp in the bushes. 


days, things seemed to return to normal. 
Liam and Drew 


eful for the bit of 
it wasn’t enough 


For the next few 
Justa Pizza’s business picked up again. 
worked their usual shifts. Liam/was grat 
extra money he got from the raise. . - 
to cover all the expenses he had upcoming, but it was 
something. Drew continued to gripe about working for 
ut ‘that was Drew. Liam didn’t think much 
about it... until Drews next article came out 
“What good is 202” was the headline of ol next 
article. Explaining that part-time workers don’t get many 


i ax and social 
Drew examined the tax an 
me nd concluded 


week after 


mounted to just twenty dollars net 


low pay, b 
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acked his head and leaned it toward the door 


Onth;» sam © ; 
try y Tey pe nothing: Nota single sound. 
Orke peat ; Sone Ee | bye a3 
sed t,, % He * shook his head, uiwanaly scolding himself for 
than 4. ° : nosy: He was Just letting Drew’s attitude about Mr 
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ton 8 
: y coward the kitchen. 

ya Se ty 
4 Mr Burton didn’t come out of his office until just 


Liam and Drew were getting ready to leave the 


 SPlasheg befor" As they were heading toward 
epee. restaurant g toward the back door, 
~ Ee °) Burton appeared suddenly, so suddenly that Liam 
© need gasped audibly: his ; 
os Embarrassed’ by his aed) Liam gave Mr. Burton a 
Junto; sheepish grin. Hey, “he B,” he said. “We're taking off.” 
Mr. Burton gave Liam a curt nod. He didn’t speak. 
ioe Liam thought Mr: Burton mepen awful; he seemed to be 
Nt in shriveling up right poor PEs s eyes. 
Hiuthe Drew opened the Bue back door, and Mr. Burton’s 
died gaze shifted to watch him. As soon as Mr. Burton focused 
ae on Drew, Mr. Burton’s face tightened. For just an instant, 
tos Mr. Burton’s friendly eyes went cold. A muscle below his 
left eye twitched . . . once. And then Mr. Burton wiped 
Mr. his face and turned away. 
oe Liam ignored the shiver that rippled down his spine. 


He’d never seen Mr. Burton show anger like that. Seeing 


5 the frosty, barely contained ire under Mr. Burton’s usual 

sweet expression was like looking at the real face behind a 
: mask. It was unnerving. Liam forced himself to shake off 
his uneasiness as he followed Drew out of the building. 
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From that point on, the headlines got worse and worse: 


“Mr, Burton Cuts Corners.” 
“Pizza Profits or Personal Respect?” 
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ia evening that article was published, Liat 
a Drew much, When Liam was out front in 
the dining room, Drew was in the back, eithe; in the 
kitchen or in the storeroom. And when Liam Was in 
the back, Drew was out front. A couple times, Liam 
couldn't find Drew at all. That was when Mr. Burton 
was locked in his office. 
Not long before closing, 


; Burton, 


Liam was rushing past Mr. 
Burton's office carrying a tray of dirty dishes. 
something made him stop at the closed 
near the doorjamb and listened. 


and 


door. He paused 


Liam had never thought much about the f. 


act that 
t. Burton often retreated to his office and locked the 
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Wondered weirdness in the restroom, Liam 
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a reported Mr. Burton, under a different yp; ame, coy- 
‘Wha, ered up the death of a child. 
ley leg «vir. Burton Gets Away With Assault!” was the head- 
Week jine that accused Mr. Burton of attacking an unnamed 
d You BP toyce who claimed the old man slapped her after her 
shift. 
as if ‘i fe was this last article that triggered the protests. 
the Up until the assault accusation, the impact of Drew’s 
Tey articles hadn't been catastrophic. Yes, there had been a 
lim steady deterioration of customers at Justa Pizza. However, 
a relatively well-traveled scenic route ran through town 
and Justa Pizza continued to get tourist trade. Mr. Burton 
re was now relying on that business to stay afloat. 
y The protests, however, took away those customers, too. 
) 


“I don't understand,” Mr. Burton said late on a Friday 
afternoon as he peered around from behind a vintage 
bronze-and-cherry coatrack near the big picture window 
at the front of the pizzeria. Mr. Burton’s usual smile 
had been replaced with a confused purse of the lips and 
puzzled frown. It made Liam want to hug the old guy 
and offer to get him a cup of tea: 

Liam was polishing a nearby sideboard. He’d just 
polished it the day before, but there wasn’t anything else 
to do today. 

Rob and Tracy were in the back taking an unnecessary 
inventory. Deb had already gone home. She'd claimed 

she had a doctor's appointment, but Liam was pretty sure she 
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iouldn’t have to pay her— 
7. ;rton wo / OT ack 
left so Mr. Bt sk her 


Mr. Burton's bafflement. He | 
keg 


Liam unde y 
picture window and shook his Hess 

ac 
at 


7fl the 
ae wie unfolding in front of the pizzeria. 
outside several dozen people were marching },, ‘ 
ia forth on the narrow, cracked sidewalk in FSBK ; 
ied professionally printed pro} of 
st 


za. They all carr 


ro leave- 


Justa Piz 


signs. i 
There were three differen 
Go AWAY; and BOYCOTT Jus: 


bright yellow with black Writing 
y No) 


felt jarring. The small crowd w 
d the signs back and forth and = 
Pp 


t signs: MORALS pp, 


MONE 
All the signs were 
bold that looking at it 
boisterous. People wave 
and down as they chanted, “Bu 
Liam thought the chant was cheesy; but more than tha 


rton gone, Burton gone” 


it was cruel. 
What had gotten into everyone? 
ouldn’t believe it when he saw some of his sy 
veet 


Liam c 
St neighbors in the crowd. He spotted Mrs 

hompson, the short, round woman who was alw : 

- ; ; » always 
baking Liam pies. He would never have thought she had 
ame ; eat 
fen ce ig hes body. But there she was, shaking a fist 
ie the pigeeria as her husband, a usually Bri guy 
of “tid vigorous activity was the occasional ome 

, SW ’ ; ° 
that people tee Be sign back and forth so vehemently 
O ju 
Thomps jump out of the way. Beyond the 
psons, Liam’s old se Y 
skinn lad cond-grade teacher, a sweet! 
y lady who collected ee 
volunteered at the | a] 3 butterfly figurines and 
OC i ; 
as she chanted so loud] animal shelter, held her sig? high 
u 
y her cartoony voice could be heard 


above ey 
eryon 
Fyone around her, And there were other: The 
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faded to white. They shine in an otherworldly glow. 
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bas gmnall enough that most of its residents were 
own to Liam. He wouldn't have imagined that any of 
pm ald have done what they were currently Aine 
e ‘hey were: Under the bright midafternoon sti; 
eo <ygoing townspeople had turned into righteous 
-s rs radiating indignation and outrage. 
Liam stopped polishing the old mahogany sideboard. 
He stepped over next to Mr. Burton and glared out at the 
rotestors as he patted Mr, Burton on the shoulder, 
“ft will all blow over, Mr. B,” Liam said. “You'll see.” 
Mr. Burton didn’t look at Liam. The old man’s gaze 
was locked on the protest signs. A muscle in Mr. Burton’s 
jaw bulged. Liam didn’t know what else to do, so he 
turned away and returned to his polishing. 


Liam was asleep as soon as his head hit the pillow that 
night. Being around all the controversy all day had Liam 
wiped out. He was relieved to close his eyes and forget 
about everything. 
But he wasn’t able to forget, not even in his sleep. 
Liam’s alarm goes off early. It’s a Saturday morning. He 
needs to get ready for work. Wiping his eyes, he shuffles to his 
closet to get a fresh white shirt. Liam ironed the shirt the night 
before. Mr. Burton insists on clean, pressed work shirts. 
Opening the closet door, Liam's still half asleep as he reaches 
for the shirt. But as he pulls the shirt from the hanger, his eyes 
spring open. He cries out and stumbles backward. Me Burton is 
standing in Liam’s closet, holding a whole pile of iste shirts. me 
stack of shirts reaches right up to Mr. Burton 's chin. Mr. Burton is 
beaming. His grin is wide and his eyes are even ati Ina trick of 
light from the closet’s overhead bulb, Mr. Burton’s blue eyes have 
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yard, Liam turns to run. H 
+ £1 tr; 
Ps 


pyher * if 
> ate Ate > $7 Bh 
wer His cht jin his sheets: He sat up, sweat trick]i, 
shes Sig ay etc: \e 
piam ch k bet een his shoulde blade s. |} le lboke ; 
h pat y x ¢ 
jow" clos j closet dc Petites af 
rows | reattls he reassurec simself. 
< pust * ” £ : 
ir wi HA : nightmares he mumbled. He lay }, 
re ¢ = 3 a y ack 
amore © ; . ; 

More But it WS a long time before he fell back 
ypto bis pillow: to 
C 
sleep: x x * 

wanted to go was home. Th; 


, Jast place ' : 
The -, and his dad hadn’t gotten any bet, 
. CT, 
te dinners had turned into torture sessions of 
Of 


scolding and judgment. : 
Peper the sun went COW?; wh a 
en he could 


grab some leftovers, and disz 
appear 


Drew was sick of it. So } ‘4 
~ ec 


sneak into his house, 
; ly filthy room without being seen 


headed down Main Street. He wanted 
: ; tO 
utside Justa Pizza. 
d was so massive that it spilled 
U 


Today, Drew 
see the growing protest 0 
Four days in, the crow 
out into the street. Drew ha 
A couple of the protesters spotted Drew and waved 


One of them, Mrs. Pritchard, the hardware store owner’ 
eae out, “Keep up the good work, Drew!” 
pes , ce eyes were lit up with excitement as she 
; is i her protest sign toward the pizzeria 
everal others i 4 
ae lag 4 the crowd noticed Drew and called 
. He grin 
SN None erinned and waved back to the 
. They cheered and waved their s1 
Denia their signs. 
- War 
Varmth rushed through his body as 


d to slow as he drove past 


he found hi 
Imself sitt; 
The attention felt ge Up straighter behind the wheel. 
mazing! He was like the towns hero- 
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with a Pe?» swooping in and exposin 
: 8% 


. He tri was aman ee 
Ps fe cs reet’s seedy underbelly. 
Tickling we rurned on his ee c he headed to the gas station. 
lookeg ye nded bis pe on = steering wheel, the power of 
wes ge pote D Gaceone through his veins. 
y ba A ord 4 third ofa ae lee bisworte 
ear, gb dare his dad ae Pe Sal 
° off How dare is dad refuse to help his own son! And 
ow date pis dad not see the value of what Drew did 
Phings ith his writing! His dad kept patbune about getting to 
better the toP of the corporate Madde That’s where the money 
Sak a js, 0% not in endless scribbling,” his dad had said at the 
he'd jast dinner Drew had endured. 
could No, Drew thought, the money is in your accounts and in 
pet my rust fund, and you just won't let me have it. 
.. Men like Drew’s dad, like Mr. Burton, were the dregs 
édito of society: They acted all important and amiable, but 
under that friendly exterior, they were selfish monsters: 
illed Drew went inside the gas station to pay: Pete, the 
" rwentysomething, prematurely balding clerk at the regis- 
Sed. ter, looked up and saw him. 
somes “Drew! My man!” Pete leaned overt the old wood 
wl” counter crammed with candy, gum and jerky: He held 
ale up. a hand, palm outward. “Give me fivel” 
| Drew stepped forward and slapped Pete's big palm 
with his ow): Drew tried to breathe shallowly. Pete 
our. Not even the aroma of the hot dogs 
e odor. 


lled 3 
| smelled a little sour: 
ould mask th 


in the nearby fo 
5 » Pete said 


ATS 


u 
.ame down one of the ¢ Fampeq by ah n 
ec = ine mean u 
ant he counter carry ing 4 SIX-pack of ne’ iG 
A mide proach dt ? ewe, Pete motioned then Over if ne 
sles ane “f cwo bass oho’ been writing those Articles » force? 
.er ant who: ; 
root beer 4 et che guy we pimar 
“pjey, me ; 3 
itt ing brown hair tucked behing Ew, it 
L. . ayllle ~ n 
pete sal her gt4) ard Drew and fla. 
womans ware ashe 
The womans rs, looked to We : dq prew 
ually tiny we tle “Oh, you re the One! Your He We 
us ¢ Ss ‘ ' 
un yellow-toothee [ had no idea we had Such , 
ni ave fascinating, past saying to Ralph—was,, 
articles: our midst. I was jus icra {cr wa 
yillain in hat we have an actual conspiracy jn Our histo” 
I, ee Burton is a villain for sure. | can’t Wait The 
hat Ir. 
town. T. 
12 £ tk 
ie ” : 
to read mor d. “Good stuff,” he said to Drew. a 
Ralph nodded. is gym 
hat, Drew thought, images of his dad anq Mr. 
that, ae ek, - 99 , Se 
fog is mind. His “scribblings Weren't 4 ob 
Burton filling his m j ] . hi : as a 
waste of time after all! People were loving his articles, 
ing into his accusations! ae 
They were getting in | £ 
Everywhere Drew went, the reception was the same, 
s : Sem as 
Drew was becoming a local celebrity. And his fans te 
the 
wanted more. 
r 
So, he gave it to them. % 
“Who is Mr. Burton?” Drew’s next headline read. He he 


interviewed several people 
ina bunch of other towns 
why he moved aro 
loner,” “But he’s al 


“What is al] th 


around town. “I think he lived 


before he moved here. Not sure 
und so much,” one guy said. “Bit of a 
Ways nice when you speak to him.” 


at niceness hiding?” He dug up some 


re t how excessive cheerfulness 
Or “nic ” : 

aeeNESS” often Was 4 Subterfuge hiding psychopathic 
Personalities. 


ir 
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theme ran through Drew’s next few articles. and 
Drew was done with them, he was convinced 
id uncovered a real monster hidden in his little town. 
Be q had to tell the truth, prev would have been 
-ced t0 admit that he started his series on Mr. Burton 
marily to punish the guy for being a stingy boss. But 
now, it was all for real. Mr. Burton was hiding something. 
prew had unearthed true evil in the heart of his town. 
He was his town’s white knight! 
x * * 

It was 2 gray, drizzly day when the junior class had its 
history fair, but that didn’t put a damper on the event. 
The high school gym was packed with booths, and most 
of the town had turned out to wander past them. The 
gym was a chaos of presenting speakers and applauding 
observers. Several booths were using music or drums 
4s a backdrop to their presentations. The rhythms and 


melodies clashed with one another. 
Their presentation was a huge success. Unfortunately, 
oth became 


as far as Liam was concerned. When their bo 
| fair, Liam wanted to 


the center of attention at the smal 
sink down into the ground. And well before it all ended, 
he wanted to get away. 


The problem, again, was Drew. 
Liam thought that the material he’d gathered was 
esentation. What 


interesting enough to make a good pr | 
he didn’t think was that his notes could be reworked into 


something to further Drew’s anti-Mr. Burton cause. 

“Who can you really trust?” Drew asked an apt crowd 
clustered ground their black-curtained booth as he 
completed q rather distorted summary of Liam’s kelpie 


! 
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d is just one of many th 


ei, 
lurk among us. Sa ss Te 
~AICT 1< 
4 had 
~,gun¢ 
» Loki she “nk 
Lo “J chit 
. a really 
Know? ns met ge 
»f some Leen not just the Gaelic one.” Drew’s ey. ie 
a cuUTe > s {and gazed inte 2s ed an 
anal he scepped forward and gazec ntently at the dropP 
narrowes as S sand their presentation booth. “Why And he 
; R ra at BS ~ 
> ing crows : ; rac AV 2 PY . > 
grow! a ability doesn. ¢ exist today, maybe even right angie of % 
to say ss Aer town? What if someone in our town ha, Liam “ 
here 12 C ee 4 ? ‘ 
‘ bility? Or even if they don’t, what about the human He left th 
that a ifr ; ~ ; 
nonsters? The psychopaths Ww ho commit unspeakable Liam ‘ 
I . . . as = 57) 
rimes? What if, monster lives amons us? Gghen he 
The crowd clapped and hooted when Drew stopped Drew's < 
speaking and nodded selfimportantly. That was when up his t 
Liam sidled away from their booth. For the next twenty Pats, 
minutes Or SO, Liam wandered through the gym and Drew 
checked out everyone else’s presentations. He ate some hed 
fly i the doc 
fry bread at a booth housing a presentation on Indigenous SUV’ 
cuisine. Then he wandered over to his girlfriend’s booth | 
' ; : at the * 
When Liam came up behind Shauna and wrapped his Peanid 
ound 
arms around her, she whirled around and smiled up at ‘ 
es tee er . © co 
him. She tilted her cheek for a kiss, which he gave her 
Ae. ; Whe: 
I see your booth is the place to be,’ Shauna said 
pointing to the still- 1 ; aaTe, Li 
g still-growing crowd on the far side of 
the gym. both. 
Liam shrugged. Dre* 
os 7 
I saw 5 § ust 
saw some of the pic J 
1 y . . 
shifters, Werewol pictures you guys put up. Shape- que 
- Werewolves.” Shaun; ; 
auna shuddered. She leaned close Tey 


to Liam, ar 
, and hej 
nhaled the scent of her jasmine perfume. 


“Vou kn ’ 
Ow, I’ve aly 
always thought stuff like that was real. 
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and it sputtered when 


arents: Dad said the government knows about 


m , 
so? ries © cover it up S° P 

t idn’ 
idn’t respond. He didn’t know what to say 


pil 
it poi : 
had never shared that belief before. 


guna 
a ‘pink what you an 
im ortant,” Shauna said, squeezing Liam’s hand. 


e her a half-hearted smile. “Um, okay.” He 
er cheek. “I’ve gotta go,” he said. 
He couldn’t deal with the 


eople won't panic.” 


d Drew are doing is really brave 


ad really 
gav 


danother kiss on h 
he did need to go. 
ughts that was clogging up his mind. 

dto Shauna and strode away from her booth. 
picuously as he could. 


rangle of tho 


Liam wave 
He left the school’s gym as incons 
Liam didn't see Drew again until later that afternoon 
Justa Pizza, hoping he still had a job. 
d into view just as Liam was locking 
ne sounded ragged, 


when he arrived at 
Drew's SUV chugge 
s bike chain. The SUV's engi 
Drew shut it off. 

his door, jumped out, sl 
added a new dent to the 
f crap!” Drew yelled 
t? Lyust 


up hi 

Drew threw open ammed 
the door, and kicked it. The kick 
SUV's dirty white exterior. Piece 0 
at the vehicle. He spotted Liam. “Can you believe 1 
found out this heap has a cracked engine block! It’s going 
to cost four thousand dollars to fix it! Four thousand! 
Where am I sup st that kind of money?” 

Liam had no idea, dn’t answer. He also didn't 


bother to mention that h d several times ae 
0 to 

Drew needed to put in m as oppose 

just adding water to his radiator. Ins 


that had been rattling aroun 
r their history presentation. 


e’d suggeste 
ore antifreeze 
tead, Liam asked the 


d in his head ever 


~ Jast disgusted look th 
> the 


n 
; cawing loudly. Liam Wate} 

. - < leq 
ve edge of the dumpster behing th 
2h ee . = J . “He 
y jand © cocked its head and stared 4; r 
-row the 


. returD si: Ks 
Liam jf in fr 


d pimse i shy were you talk 
Burton? ne Wy INE abou, 


ay? That's not what we agreed to put in the 
oday! 


; tion. OED i 
resenta resentation, > Drew said. “C 
“Oh, screw the Pre 92? 
’ bbon: 


believe W© didn't eve? get a Hi | 
“Color me shocked. Liam shook his head. Rs 


jons of people like Shauna aside, Drew had fined 
into nonsense. Liam would be surprised 
heir history class at this point. “Tha 
stion. What are you trying to 


“aN you 


react 
the presentation 


if they passed € 


doesn’t answer MY que 


accomplish with all the articles about Mr. Burton?” 


“It’s investigative journalism.” 
“I's lies. You made all that stuff up. I know you did 


What do you have against Mr. Burton?” 
Drew looked over Liam’s shoulder and sneered at 


the pizzeria’s back door. “I just hate it when someone 
pretends to be nice and then screws you over.” 

“How did Mr. B screw you over?” Liam asked. 

Drew cocked his head and made an Are you for real? 
Lage You haven't noticed how stupid hard we've worked 
at thi place for practically nothing?” 
pe Ths ee staurant business. Hard 

wage. It’s like that everywhere.” 


“Th t ? Sy 
at doesn’t make it right!” Drew shouted. He took 


5 smil: 
Hu wa, 
prew: He stc 


still sat at * 
smile into 
circumstar 
Liam st¢ 
into the d 
empty bir 
Mr. B 
and turn 
hands to 
“Wel 
Burton 
some bz 
Here 
hadn't 
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uid spoke again in his normal tone. “It’s like my 
a ing fe , 
e, could fix everything for me. He could get me a 
a ick He could pay for my insurance and my cell 
ne’ 
pone and 

Bgegiae what happened to Zoey?” 


ed. “She said I’m too intense. Whatever. 


get us the limo that Leila wants.” 


prew shrugs 


that’ not the point.” 
«what is the point?” Liam asked. 


The pizzeria’s back door opened. Mr. Burton stepped 
out carrying 4 green plastic garbage bag filled to bulging. 
He was smiling and whistling until he saw Liam and 
prew. He stopped whistling, and his smile sagged. 

“Oh, hello, boys,” Mr. Burton said. 

Liam stepped over and reached for the bag. “Let me 
take that, Mr. By 

Mr. Burton evaded Liam’s reach. “No, no, my boy. 
['ve got it.” Mr. Burton’s gaze shifted to the crow, which 

still sat at the edge of the dumpster. He broadened his 
smile into a grin that was eerily out of place in the 
circumstances. 

Liam stepped back and watched Mr. Burton fling the bag 


into the dumpster. Whatever was in the bag hit the nearly 


empty bin with a metallic thunk. 

Mr. Burton nodded in what looked like satisfaction 
and turned to look at Liam and Drew. He wiped his 
hands together, then clasped them. 

“Well, I suppose this is as good a time as any,” Mr. 


Burton said. He cleared his throat. ‘Pm afraid I have 


some bad news.” 
Here it comes, Liam thought. The fact that Mr. Burton 


hadn't fired Drew yet was a testament to the old man’s 
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4 chat when Mr. Burton pb sho 
ad figureé © ae Y ore 
re. Liam Ti cheliale Liam—as Drews friend— v m_ 
d nat , get, : : yah 
ae take it 4M) % 1 now was the time. jy? ho 
nt & 1 ; . 
mld be let 8° . Gs said “You're going to fire us, po ce 
me » Drew said. fe) 
enan't bother ejn? 
” =C 
tr, We quit. . He ed back tow: ulle 
2 Baaige sisted roward Drew. returned) pack toward 4nd P ah 
Liam ™ “y don’t—” he began. , were 
eee resignation, Mr. Burton said. He shook P ff UP r 
“paccept your al it.” st 
; : r about it. il 
i f, nd I m sO, sO SOrry A aA) "5 a 
. Pe 8 resign,” Liam said. “T dont want to quit. pe d. 3 
“ on Oo 
as ton’s nose wrinkled. He ran a gnarled hand pour 
Mr. bur : ; : - +aTlh 
through his thinning hair. He shook his head again. “| L ae 
> : 6¢ x74 sant 
wish | could keep you on, My boy,” he said. “But w ithout didn 
i 2 He sighed. “Rob and Tracy have been with 
me the longest. For now, I’m going to try to keep them Liam $ 
on. Maybe things will turn around. But...” He blinked, his face 
then stared hard at Drew. He 
Liam felt a cold frisson course through his body. The , 
; ei. 
ferocity of Mr. Burton’s stare was shocking. the 
Not that Liam blamed Mr. Burton for his animosity sleeps 
toward Drew. Drew was single-handedly destroying the Sh 
poor man. If Liam was in Mr. Burton’s shoes, he’d have alwa 
done more than just give Drew a dirty look. her. 
Mr. se blinked, and his usual benign expression rem 
returned. i ile. “VP 
ia N a Liam a regretful smile. “I’ll have your i 
nal payche 
mh : Yenecks ready tomorrow. You can stop by and Lia 
em up.” 
Mr. Burt 
on ad 
Yusted his suspenders, gave the crow ; 
another glance, and th are 7 
oe : €n went back inside the pizzeria. i; 
atche Hie . 
sep as the door, on a self-closing hinge, slapped 
- He shifted his tt 


8aze to the crow, which cocked its 


head and stared back 


e that settled over him. He 


k off the uneas 


“Are you happy now?” he barked 


r. 
Burt, 
Meng 
d. “You just don't get it, do you?” 


10. 
hook his hea 
“Get what? That you're a 


d his arms. 
gan innocent man?” 
Drew grabbed Liam’s arm 


aurant’s door. He 


> fire : 
1s. prew s 
jam crosse 


: toy. , Paws 
atd -ackass who $ ruinin 
tz Are you sure?” 


“fpnocen 
= pulled him away from the rest 
lowered his voice to a near whisper. “I know | made some 
but the stuff about Mr. Burton’s past - - - 
Before he came here, he kept moving 


. t 


le shook 


dh 
ged that’s all true. 


rain. “« 
ai. ground. pers t 7 
D with Liam didn’t know how to apse! that question, So he 
> th didn’t. Instead, he unlocked his bike and rode away: 
2 them 
inked ae 
; Liam sat down on the edge of his bed. He rubbed 
. The his face. 
He could remember, vaguely, when sleep was one of 
: the best parts of his day. Liam had always been a good 
posity: sleeper. Once he was out, he was out for the night. 
ig the Shauna liked to talk about her dreams, and she was 
have | always asking Liam about his. “T don’t dream,” Liam told 
that if he did dream, he didn’t 


her. He slept so deeply 
remember anything about it. 
But that wasn't true any 


Liam remembered his dreams. 
The night before, Liam had dreamed about being shoved 


Just before he woke up in a panic, 


sion 
your more. Now, unfortunately, 


and 


TOW into the pizza oveM ) 
ia. Liam saw Mr. Burton's grinning face looking through 
oy the closed ove? door as Liam screamed and pounded on the 
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on qnding out what his drean 
ght. But he needed to sleep. 
. ack in his bed. He reacheq ( 
he. After just a few antes, 


whey * . lig 
pial “ fF his pedside lig 
. ‘ 


-.4 oll- OS [ 
pe drifted ™ ping in Lia” pedroom. Liam can hear it, }, 

ee LL 4 if 

yi is . He looks all around the room. Wh, 

Pe : Te ic 


fe find uf 


susly approaches the closet. He doesn’t yy, 


e he’s afraid 

» door anyway because he has to find the a 

., the closet. Liam exhales in relief. He loo, 
4 ok; 


vy, Burton” . 
Mr. 4. The crow caws again. It sounds like 4 
le 


; Int 
‘por becas Mr. Burton will be there. bai 


crow I 2 UEG. ; : 
Liam crosses the room and kneels next fo his bed. He bey 
$ 

over and peers under the bed frame. 
_ two glowing eyes. Liam opens 
3 


He spots them instantly . - 
his mouth to shout, and the glowing eyes swoop toward hin 
1 


He hears the fluttering of a bird’s wings, another caw. And M 
iVIT, 


Burton’s face rushes toward Liam. Mr. Burton’s lips are pulled 
le; 


hack in a macabre grin. 
Liam yells and scrambles away from the bed 


Liam fumbled for his bedside light. 
“Keep it down in there!” hi : 
28 ere!” his dad bellowed from down 
Li ; 
sae as to steady his breathing. He looked at the 
ought about checking under his bed. But he 


didn’t move, He j 
- He Just sat 1 ; 
very long time, in the glow of his lamp .. . fora 


“Monster!” 
ne of his favorite micro en ws cane 


chi ; bs 
hicken and mashed Pp Wave dinners—country fried 
Otat 


Oes— : 
€s—as he started the article. 
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in spite of the chicken’s crispy crust and the 


2 drean,, 6 he Pouery aroma, he’d lost his appetite. 
ae ae article focused oY a long string of missing 
Minune /- any of them children. The missing persons 
S, pe eina handful of small towns in the state, and 
anit. case = supposedly linked to a serial killer who had 
Where “ ( active for decades and had yet to be caught. Drew 
"rt Pee, a come right our and accuse Mr. Burton of being 
TES bu: Be yiller, but he claimed that Mr. Burton had lived in 
‘i Beet avery cowD that had a missing person linked to the killer. 
ee “Only a monster pould get away mith such a long string 
e of disappearances, Drew wrote. “And now the monster 
is here. Who will disappear next?” 
bends Liam did his best to ignore Drew over the coming 
— few days. That was pretty Bay to do. At school, Drew 
hie was usually punrotnded Dy kids HoWeprand even ome 
; teachers—asking him questions about his article, wanting 
Mr. more “dirt” on Mr. Burton. After school, Liam was too 
Hed busy to even think about Drew. He divided his time 
between applying for the few jobs available in town and 
scrounging up as many odd jobs as he could. 
Ignoring Drew, though, got harder and harder. His 
is celebrity grew even larger than the protesting throngs 
outside Justa Pizza. The only time Liam did speak 
: | with Drew, Drew couldn’t stop talking about his new 


» “Investigative journalists are the backbone of 


! “status. wipes 
> Drew told Liam. “They galvanize focus and 


our society, 
aim it at society's ills. 
All Liam could do w 


3 be. Watching 
he had a ar that Drew was becoming addicted to all the 


It was ¢ 


as grunt and say he had someplace 
Drew strut around was sickening. 
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As he fed the frenzy. the 
; Ten, 
ror” 
put pe kn 


enti? h was getting: 
tre 
fed him alist were C00 much for Justa Pizz, ner 
And ae after the Meee ON FRY . nothin’ 
sey ret EVENINGS ONLY sign appeared on me iam ey 
,ND aa ais Liam heard about the sign Mes ow a 
pizzas as otherwise had been barely speaking to aa wih od 8 
Shae" 4 fi xht about Mr. Burton. She was = Im, covet ie 
: They " of demon” bandwagon. She'd Pe the etwe* 
“ Burton } eee : W 
Mr. d wi «ey ; ome Liam 
b ssed with Mt: Burton an what a “horrible monst t 
0 St>>™ ; 2 . er” p 1 
he was and she couldnt understand why Liam Fonts rT me: of 
eee. ” 5 led jar 
to stick UP for “the beast. : if “4 
7 7 ‘ - 3 
‘The only reason I’m not breaking up with ane aoor- 
Shauna had told Liam, “is that | want my prom nigh yhen he 
You promised you'd take me. SO, you have to.” Ne Liam 
No, I don’t, Liam thought. But he didn’t bother to exterior 
’ : > Say 
it, He couldnt think about Shauna and the prom. All ; how fo 
could think about was poor Mr. Burton. 5 shaped 
“No one saw him put up the sign,” Shauna said now was th: 
Someone said he probably shape-shifted during the AY Burto1 
and put it up whe ; a 5 
io : ? P n no one was looking. I don’t know why Lia 
e’s bothering to stay Oo Q , : 
a. 6 y open at all. Doesn’t he know we The t 
on’t want him here?” mons 
Liam rolled hi : 
is eye a 
The rest of yes and walked away from Shauna. 4g 
est of the school day, he was ants ; poth 
to get to the piz : : antsy: He couldn't wait 
zerla 
= ; to check on Mr. Burton _ee 
hen Liam got to the | nei¢ 
Burton wasn’t around. O restaurant, however, Mr. 5 
und, r h u 
around é was pretending not to be 
- Sto 
Sh 
M 


Mr. Bu 
- Burton lived j 
You could get to th in an apartment above the pizzet 
; e 
building and from apartment from a staircase inside the 
One Outside. Liam climbed that o 
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ht of weathered gray steps, and knocked on Mr. 
1 $3 ° 

5 door. “Mr. B!” Liam called through the door 
he knocking had no effect. 


, flig 
purto 
wher : 

Nothing. 


Liam stepped over and tried to peer through the 

window near the door. The window, however, was 

covered with thick drapes. Through the narrow crack 
petween the drapes, all Liam could see was darkness. 

Liam went down the stairs and knocked, for the third 

rime, on the pizzeria’s back door. He wriggled the knob. 

If Liam hadn’t been fired, he could have unlocked the 
door. Unfortunately, Mr. Burton had requested the key 
when he gave Liam his last paycheck. 

Liam stepped back and stared at the burgundy 
exterior of the pizzeria. For the first time, he noticed 
how foreboding the color was. The building, although 
shaped like those around it, stuck out somehow, as if it 
was thrumming with an energy that set it apart. Did Mr. 
Burton have something to do with that? 

Liam shook himself and snorted. He was being dumb. 
The building was just a building. He was letting all the 
monster talk get to him. 

Liam sighed and got on his bike. Bumping down the 
potholed alley, he headed toward the back streets that 
would take him home. He was supposed to clean his 
neighbor's gutters in a half hour. 

As Liam peddled past the dry cleaner’s and hardware 
store, he thought about everything he’d heard lately. 
Shauna was just one of hundreds of people who wanted 
Mr. Burton to admit what he really was. The “Burton 


gone” chant had been replaced with “Reveal yourself.” 


en made; they read sHow You; 
R 


sdonthat theme “.y; 
purred c ne. What 
Drew had asked in hj 
S 


Ps had s 
3 
_ Burton’ 
H are You Hidin& je expanded on the missing pe, 
& per. 
| , ‘The a Lvs : 
he law enforcement task force formed to 
. nd t 1¢€ o] e ff > . 
s killer supposedly responsible for the disap. 
find the set! --e say that the killer is probably soy. 
yearances. 


who app 


s to be perfectly normal,” Drew Wrote 
ears i: Z 
d of the detectives searching for the killer 
ed one : : 
“we're looking for an unholy murderer hiding 


f respectability. Our job is to find him 


one 
He quot 
behind a mask 0 


¢< him.” 
and unmask i : 
The next day, Liam had heard Mr. Schmidt, the 


ancient farmer who was famous for his preachy billboard 
messages, put up this appeal: WE MUST RID OUR Town o; 
ITS EVIL. The day after that, the town council had held 
4 meeting to discuss how they could get Mr. Burton to 
leave. 

Liam veered to avoid a kid on a tricycle, and he turned 
onto the road that would lead him back to the double- 
wide. Even more so than usual, Liam felt like he wa: 
living on a Hollywood film set. This couldn’t be real, 
It seemed like everyone in town had turned against Mr. 


Burton. And why? Because a disgruntled jerk wrote a 
bunch of lies, 


Liam wished he could have talked to Mr. Burton today. 
He had been planning tO suggest that Mr. Burton sue 


D “ , a . . 
rew. “What he’s writing is libel!” Liam had wanted to say. 
Gravel crackled under the bik 


hee e's tires as Liam turned 
into his driveway, He braked to 


a sudden stop. Spraying 


himsel' 
tiny ro 
Lia 


down 


Liam 


an O% 


whet 
bont 


qual 
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as separate people. They were 
duals <urging with fear and animosity 
ity, . = - ? i = f 4, 

V on the edge of the field and 


is S 
e held a megaphone. The crowd 4, 


. 33 
Make Ws Saying 


tm the one who exposed him, I’m th. 


9? 


it! 
d. Several people whistled ang 


tried to turn it back 


howled. ala ehe pack aid 
le instead of a single-minded throng, 
group, he spotted person after 


into familiar peop 
There was Mr. Crawford 


As he scanned the massive 
erson he’d know? for years. 

the friendly old guy twho ran the local grocery store. His 

he sun as he shook his fist and joined 


bald head shone 1n ¢ 
the cheers. Liam was shocked; he’d thought Mr. Burton 


and Mr. Crawford were friends. 
And there was Olive Ferguson, the head of the local 


library. With the thick lenses of her tortoiseshell glasses 
making her eyes look huge on her face, she was beaming 
as she yelled, “Yes!” after everything Drew said. 
: “If our town is going to be safe, we have to eradicate 
its evil,’ Drew bawled. 
“Yes!” cried Olive, 
Sia else shouted, “Drive out the devil!” 
jam cra i 
iia ned his neck and spotted the mayor’s wife;a 
ng w 
aN i pea who was always there when someone 
ee aint sheen on her face listened im the 
‘Her smile was beat; 
a €atific, 
1am backed 
; awa 
He put his back to te Pritts throng near Drew's SUY: 
€ so 
| und and color and motion, and be 


FREE PALESTINE 


idt, the 
illboarg 
OWN oF 
iad held 
irton to 


turned 
Jouble- 
he was 
ye real. 


ast Mr. 
rrote a 


today. 
on sue 
to say: 
urned 
raying 
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d the trash can sitting next to the road; the 


of it was 


sour 
Liam blinked at w 
;in the driveway. 


like machine-gun fire. 
hat had stopped him. His mom’s car 


wa . 
been home in two days. He'd thought she 


She hadn't 


was gone for good. 
But no. There was his mom, sitting on the front porch 


with his dad. Liam got off his bike and headed toward 
them. “Hey, Mom, Dad.” he said brightly as if they were 
, regular family. 
His mom was bent over a copy of the latest school paper. 
the dark roots of her bleached-blonde hair. 
“Did you see this?” his mom asked. “Drew says 
there’s going to be a rally tomorrow to get Mr. Burton 


> His mom looked up. Her eyes were 
flushed. “You're going, 


He could see 


to leave town. 
bright, and her cheeks were 
aren't you, Liam?” | 

Am I the last rational person in t 
himself as he brushed past his parents an 


his town? Liam asked 
d went to his 


tiny room. 
Liam threw his backp 


down next to it. Everyone wa 


ack on his small bed and sat 
s falling for this trash! 


ng crowd gathered on 
school. The field was 
picnic, or 


Liam stood at the far edge of a pulsatt 
ow-athletics field near the 
occasional pep rally, 
but it looked like at least three- 
s congregated on the 


an overfl 
where the school held the 
bonfire. Liam wasn't sure, 
the town's population wa 
s today, Men and women—old and young, 
dults—were packed together, charged 
e. The townspeople’s 


hat Liam had trouble 


quarters of 
scruffy gf45 
‘dc and a 


reens, kids: 
‘med with rabid outrag 
nto such a frenzy ¢ 


asleep before he even turned outhislight. 
> 


the door swings shut, Mr. Burton steps 0 
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He ran until he reached the trees su 
ey 4. There, he leaned against the sturdy 
ol q maple tree. He bent over and caugh 
anh aling the scents of sun- 


Trounding the 
Tough base of 
t his breath. 


saturated grass and thick 
musty 102m, Liam clenched his fists and thought hard 


He'd been thinking the town had lost its mind, but the 
protesters were all kind, reasonable people. What if they 
weren't crazy at all? What if the crazy one here was him? 
What if he was the only one who'd been fooled by Mr. 
Burton? Was that possible? duis 
Now that he’d asked himself these questions, Liam 
had to have answers. And he knew how to get them. 
‘Liam turned and raced away from the rally. He headed 
home and got on his computer. i ot boii oH 
An hour later, Liam didn’t know what to believe. He 
still thought everyone else had gone off the deep end. 
However, a little doubt was starting to creepin. 
He needed more information. Liam pulled his laptop 
closer and put his hands over the keys. Over the next twenty 
minutes, he composed a half-dozen emails. If he couldn't 
find the answers he wanted, maybe someone could help 
him get them. | Si vsernan Toe! a 
In spite of his reluctance to go to sleep and risk having | 
another nightmare, Liam was too tired to stay ¥ we r 


sent the emails. He fell into bed fully clothed, and he a nf 


, i bee 
: = 
Lo 
. 


Liam enters his bedroom and drops his backpack on 


He looks at the pack, thinking he should pull ji ea Sere 
do his homework. But he’s so tired. 


> 
ms - aa Se 
A nucshes if Clos! 


fei viwles Lo 
Liam turns toward his bedroom ¢ por an 


~ 


é 
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E pizZzAPLE* 


rally bright, like a predator igh seeking 
ag preteen rs Liam with a long, scathing |oo), 

His a Burton spe a Mr. Burton asks. 

; do) tit impossibly wide grin. Retreatin, 

Mr. Burton 7 eer, Liam trips ov tne hi 

ae floor. He falls back, opening his mout} 

1's wa P 


yer the braided rug Coverin 
Pring 


if 
from Mr 0 


his hedroot | 
am d his eyes and shielded eo from the 
ie soft .p He looked toward his closed door 


prightnes a ned his face with a trembling 
“ng was 

Nothing * 

hand. 

Liam stayed after school to talk to Drey, 


The next day, discuss what he’d found. And what he 


He wanted to 


hadn't. 


Drew, as AY 
pet's office. Surprisingly, he was alone. 


lytes?”’ Liam asked in a light 


5 


Liam knew he would be, was in the schoo] 


newspa 
“Where are all your aco 
tone as he strolled into the compact room crammed full 
of shelves, desks, and computers. 
The room smelled like stale coffee and accumulated 


‘ 


dust. Liam sneezed as he weaved around two small desks 
and two stacks of files and books. He perched next toa 
computer monitor on the desk across from Drew’s. 
Drew, his face screwed up in concentration, looked 
up. His gaze was unfocused for a couple seconds. Then 
his expression cleared. He sat back and pushed up his 
sleeves, 
cub ‘Site noticed hh forearms wert 
Deieceica: abpened to you?” he asked. 
I confusion. “What?” 


Li 
mn’ pointed at the big, white bandages and. the 


FREE PALESTINE 


MONSTER 


eeuts that could be seen on the skin around them. 
gal a gid you do to yourself?” 

prew Jooked down at his arms. He paled. Then he 
denly jumped up and raced to the office door. He 


d ; 
Aes it, locked it, and pulled the beige shade that hung 


over the door’s window. 

Liam raised an eyebrow as he watched. He crossed his 
arms and leaned away when Drew returned and sat on 
the desk next to him. 

Drew leaned in too close. His breath was hot against 
Liam’s neck. 

“1t was Mr. Burton,’ Drew said. 

Liam leaned farther back. He looked at Drew out of 
the corner of his eye. “What was?” 

Drew gestured at his wounds. 

Liam jumped up. He faced Drew. “You're saying Mr. 
Burton did that?” he asked loudly. 

“Shh,” Drew glanced over his shoulder at the door. 

Liam continued to stare at Drew. “I don’t understand. 
Are you saying he attacked you?” 

Drew hesitated, then he nodded. 

“What did he do exactly?” Liam asked. 

Drew ignored the question. He swallowed hard and 
paled, then motioned for Liam to come back and sit 
down again. Liam frowned but returned to the desk and 
sat next to Drew. He turned to look at his friend, but 
Drew didn’t meet his gaze- He was staring at the floor. A 


robbed visibly beneath his ear. 


vein th Me 
e he hurt me,” Drew 


“This wasn't the first tm 


whispered. 
“yy hat?!” 
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from the floor. He turned to loo} 
- OL 


A his 87 at it’s been like,” he 
_ pulle¢ jdea what! » NE said , 
Dre" : fou have sy : shout?” Liam asked, and g cars 
pam y alking abc : . ~ he . - 
t what a siijeid and studied Liam for several iam 
eee ae oe 
jong Se” s. re you looking at me like a | pre oly ix 
mei “why a saking: Drew pulled up his shirtsleey, és see rar 
instead of sP arms. Liam frowned and started to s¢,, pis U € é 
é S. rt ev 
-eveal his upP n Drew, but Drew grabbed Liam’s f,, «cats: pr 
pack le i penis Drew commanded. ne pareds é 
“ a ; ce Ce 
arm. al away from Drew. What the AES on He Liam fel 
4 eo > : b 
ad ae his gaZ¢ landed on Drew's left bicep. his throat 
e ’ 
Boies of white Scars zigzagged across Drew’s Upper And the 
rm. Most of the scars were small, thin, and faint, but ; Liam re 
ari. ; ¢ 
few of them were thick and ropy. One ran from the inne; upright. if 
side of Drew's sJbow up in a serpentine pattern almost to white sca 
Drew's shoulder. } and over- 
Liam found himself reaching out to touch the long Bas al 
scar, He wasn't sure why... perhaps he was trying to thought 
reassure himself that he wasnt hallucinating. Was the “Do 
scar real? 
what M 
__ Liam’s fingers settled on the scar’s warm, lumpy tissue. Liar 
It felt like a scabrous worm. He whipped his hand back. CW hy - 
His fingertips were tingling. He could feel his pulse Dre’ 
throbbing fast and hard. Peitin 
‘“ : A 
What happened?” Liam whispered. Liat 
is ” . 
Mr. Burton,” Drew said. done : 
Liam shi : 7 
sie hifted his gaze from the scars to Drews !*“* Dr 
rt. Burton dj ” ; - ; 
a did that?” He shook his head. No way; pease 
ugnt : 
mind 
“Th ; : 
ats not al 74 ‘ “\ 
lhe did,” Drew said. 
He ¢ 


Sud 
denly, Drew feached for the hem of his shut: In 
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qh 
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a 
at 
wh , chest and 


nite number of scars simil 


pew. 
ecmmn ly inft 


pr bye at Drew 


MONSTER 


the shirt up and over his head. Liam 


’, arms and torso. 


e 
ash ei sped t his feet. He took a stutter step back 
' 


b] - rh 
Drew's upper arm were surprising, but 


parm. Long s¢ 


at now was shocking . . . appalling 


ar to the ones on 


ars. Short scars. Thick scars. Thin 


‘¢ uppe 
Ee prew Jooked like he'd been sliced dozens. . . no, 


nundreds .* 


Liam felt his stom 


pis throat. 


_of times. 
ach churn. Bile rose up the back of 


And then it got worse. Drew turned around. 


Liam reached out and clutche 


upright. Drew's 


white scars. It loo 
and over. Hardly any of the skin 


It was all ridged and etche 
rew must have endured. 


d the desk to keep himself 


back was a mangled mass of pink-and- 


thought of the pain D 


‘Do you see now?” 


what Mr. Burton’s really like?” 


Liam continued to st 
“Why would Mr. Burton do tha 
Drew threw up his hands. 


writing about! Because he’s a monster!” 


Liam kept shaking his hea 
done anything to me?” 
Drew shrugged and 
was relieved, but he cou 


mind’s eye. | 


“Who knows 


He got up and 


how he picks his victim 


started pacing back and 


ked like he’d been flayed over and over 
on his back was normal. 


d. Liam’s gut tightened at the 


Drew asked softly. “Do you see 
are at Drew's mutilated skin. 


t2?” Liam asked. 
“That’s what I’ve been 


d. “But why hasn't he ever 


pulled his shirt back on. Liam 
ld still see all the scars in his 


52?” Drew asked. 
forth. He could 


zzAPLeX 


BOY¢ 


, way, so watching hin, 
Nad. 


ad 
=a v aid as he paced, “I'm no 
Pag Bagi want to cause a panic. a Sur 
could get hurt.” hing 


about?” Liam tried to 
0 ce broke. The doubt he’ 
? J done his research was gr be 
n't want to face. wih 
d pacing. He leaned dow, 
“You know, don’t you? - d 
ou 


, ae then exhaled loug) 
d.1 Mr. Burton ely . 


or a investigating yet. | 
8. } Beant I'd see pot 
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Na 
de ei hurting Drew all this time—some of the scars 
Ure jooked pretty old—the man’s past wasn’t really important. 
Dg. “Why didn’t you ever tell me about this?” Liam asked. 
Drew gtimaced. “Mr. Burton warned me not to tell 
ind anyone. If I did, he said he’d make my life miserable. And 
“en who would believe me? He’d say I made it up.” 
ing “How could you make up wounds like that?” Liam 
asked. 
nd Drew shrugged. 
ou Liam stared at one of Drew’s bright red cuts. His gaze 
settled on the bloodstain he could see through the gauze 
bandage. 
Mr. Burton did that? He’d been torturing Drew for 
: years? Liam didn’t want to believe it. 
“Liam?” Drew said. 
: Liam lifted his gaze to meet Drew's. 
“Haven't you seen that look that Mr. Burton gets in 
: his eyes sometimes?” Drew asked. 


Goose bumps rose up on Liam’s arms. Yeah, he’d seen 


! that look. 
Liam thought back to all the strange things he’d seen 


in the previous few weeks. They were small things, 


but added together, they were significant: the way Mr. 
Burton’s eyes had shone that day in the kitchen, the way 


his face had looked in the shadows, and the way Mr. 
Burton’s gaze could harden, revealing darkness that his 

usual serene exterior hid. And how about the blood on 
) his hands? What was that about? And then there was the 
fact that Mr. Burton locked himself into his office so 
often. What was he doing in there? That crow behind 
the restaurant was weird, too. The crow had disturbed 


Liam. It had looked so focused and intent when it stared 
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rron had gazed dire, thy 


Ar. Bu ‘| 
_ And what was jy th 


it 
it 
didn, 
) been in th: 

rhe cr purto” ha ai what had dat Plas. 


yay? The restauran;: 


sad been protective of h 
, take it. Why? What did 4 


- bag: e et > “Te Tera ° 
2 he padn hat day? And then there were Liam’, 
bag— out tha é 


oss -+ly W 
purton ' yhat exactly § 
sv 


Lian 


as his subconscious trying t, 


rel him? and his observations, Drew’s injuries 
’ ams : : 
Liam $ dre eries about Mr. Burtons past combined 
‘ A discov f ; 3 
H -< doubts into certainty. He couldn’t ignore 


longer. | 
jeved that Mr. Burton was every thing 


Drew had sai 


In spite of what had happened Be previous day—and 
Drew hadn't been able to bring oe to talk about 
it yet—Drew had to go back to Justa Pizza. He really 
believed that it was up to him to get Mr. Burton out of 
town. He could just imagine the triumph if he pulled 
that off! He was already famous in his small town. but 
if he was able to get rid of the monster, his fame would 
spread, His journalism career would be launched just like 
that. That would show his dad! 
Drew had tried to pull off this coup the previous day. 


And he had the wounds to show for it. Tod 


ay, though, it 
would be different. 


‘ The sun was sinking toward the mountain range to 

t 

i is of town when Drew parked his SUV at the end 

of t le, . 
alley, away from the pizzeria. The SUV was still 


leaking oj 
g oil, Overheating repeatedly, and misfiring. Drew 


But once news of his heroism spread 
he’d have plenty of money. He’d buy 
if with the money he'd get for his 


e ching: 
pares che towns 
peyor a > 

bo eruck himse 


ory: 
down the shadowed alley, Drew reached the 


ading to Mr. Burton’s apartment. He 
hone through the crack between 


30 
xclusiv® “ 


qrotting 
the stairs le 


joked up. A faint light s 
the dark drapes over the window. 
Drew tiptoed up the steps. At the window, he paused. 


What next? 
He hadn't exactly planned any 


focused on the end result, not the way to get to it. 

Drew stood on Mr. Burton’s black rubber WELCOME 
nd pondered his next steps. At the end of the alley, 
ved. A happy shout shot out through a 
ndow. Beneath the shout, Drew could 
ball game on a TV. Then he heard 


pase ° 


thing out. He had been 


mat a 
4 car engine rev 
nearby open wi 
hear the sounds of a base 
something else. 
Drew heard the 
Mr. Burton's voice. 
Drew took a stealthy step t 
noticed Mr. Burton had duct-tape 
break in his window glass. 
Drew pressed his ear to the window. 
“1 can’t do this. I just can’t,” Mr. Burton was saying. 
Drew pressed his head even harder to the glass. 
“It goes against everything | believe,” Mr. Burton said. 
“It’s wrong,” he said. 
Drew listened for a second voice. He couldn’t hear 
one. Who was the old geezer talking to? 
_ Drew listened for a few more moments, but all he 
heard after that were footsteps. When those footsteps 


sound of an old man’s voice. It was 


oward the window. He 
d cardboard over the 
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| pe 
ward the window, Drew took of Pals ‘4 
red coming airway and diving out of sight Beh, pe , in 
«fa = Ste ‘ She 
veapitté dow" bike pizzeria s back door. 7 Pe sew 
the dump: YY WwW sited. What was Mr. Burton talkj ine” 
panting’ 2H he planning to do? "8 ove™ 4 tc 
. what Ws Re 7 $ 
about’ ve ; ed on these questions for several Minute oun aa 
Drew ©? nothing else, he peeked around the 5 s. end oF 
When he me e looked at the pizzeria’s back : ge one” 
a s)) C 
of the Sal into his pocket and pulled out 4 ke a was hat 
n reac ae a a 
8 at it, mentally patting himself on the back; L00d out of ' 
g f his employee’ sg 
A Mr. urton. ev 
gave it back to : how 
Drew slowly ae ah ono as dumpster, He crown 
looked up the stairs '0 the window. The drapes stil] to do 
covered it. He glanced around. He was alone. Burto 
Drew took a breath and darted to the pizzerj,’, oe Th 
door. He let himself in. 
burn 
An hour later, Drew was sitt1 wy Di 
ees legged on his bed int 
His parents and his sister were sound asleep, which an gr . 
° ds 
good. Even though things had been getting a little be 
around the house, Drew preferred h; stl seria 
that of his f; ee: Tis own Company to 
at of his family. Admitt ay “id 
é edly, h BS 
gotten caught up in the anti 4 eg 770 sister had Ma 
1—1VIr. 
they at | : Burton movement, and 
east credited Drew with the fores; fire 
others hadn’t been able t geet f0 sec what Mr 
€ to se 
Wouldn't budge on the bi e, but Drew’s parents still Ps. 
; ‘ subjec , 
still a pain in the butt yect of money, and Carly was Ww 
Dre 
th "couldn't wait to see what hi 4 
© NeXt article Drew at his parents thought of ‘a 
Ww : Was ; : : 
hole thing and reveal M about to blow the lid off the 
e ie eS, 
truly was, Burton to be the sniveling tat T 
ar 
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prew’s hands were shaking as he opened his laptop. 
still couldn't BSuOver what he had found when he 
gnuck into the pizzeria. It was incredible. 

Drew had heard that in spite of staying open two 
evenings 2 week, in the hopes of getting the occasional 
rourist to stop in after the protest crowd went home at the 
end of the day, Mr. Burton’s business had been practically 
nonexistent. The place was barely staying afloat. Drew 
was happy about that. It would help him get Mr. Burton 
out of town. At least, that was what he’d thought. 

When Drew had snuck into Mr. Burton’s office, 
however, he discovered Mr. Burton didn’t plan to leave 
town. He had another strategy in mind. What he planned 
to do was commit insurance fraud. Drew found Mr. 
Burton’s notes about his insurance policy on his desk. 

The conclusion was obvious. Mr. Burton planned to 
burn down his pizzeria and collect the insurance money. 

Drew stretched out his fingers over his keyboard and 
grinned widely. Validation rocked! 

He hadn’t really been sure that Mr. Burton was the 
serial killer the police were looking for. But even if he 
wasn’t, Mr. Burton was, at the very least, a criminal. 
Maybe even a murderer. If Mr. Burton lit his place on 
fire, surrounding businesses would be affected, too. Poor 
Mrs. Tinker lived in the apartment above her dress shop 
next door to Justa Pizza. She could be killed in her sleep! 
When that happened, everyone—even the few holdouts 

- thought Drew’s articles were slanderous—would 


rd and started tapping on the keys. 
e was the headline: “Mr. Burton, the 
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f people was even larger than 
n up at the rally. The moh 


ticle came out. That wag 


t and found Justa Pizz, 


he mass © 


had show 


» that ; 
ae he pizzeria and stretched up 


ud 
the nul a the front of t 
surged against eaee encircling the parked cars and : 
and down Lice d o 
h lanes of the T02°- om ss 
clogging born chi ‘ce and all five of hi do; 
D potted the chief of police and ali tive of his “f 
rew $ Me Fee's 4h 
deputies huddled in front of the pizzeria : i door. point” 
At first, the crowd and the police added to Drew’s purto® i 
growing sense of vindication. But as he mice’ the chief jae 
‘szeria’s door, Drew realized that if the m 
pound on the pizzerias th ey te 
crowd and the police kept Mr. Burton from burning . ” 
down the building, there’d be little solid verification pr 
of Drew’s story. Drew needed everyone to experience is — 
the full impact of what he'd discovered. He needed WW! 
Mr. Burton to actually go through with his plan! If Mr. “he 
Burton didn’t burn down his restaurant, Drew’s ultimate Lia 
triumph would be ruined. ae 
Unable to get his SUV through the crowd, Drew Li 
reversed and backed down the street: He parked at the LC 
end of the block, ran to the alley, and raced to the rear of 1 
the pizzeria. . 
: But he stopped just shy of the door. Liam stepped out 
: ) 
behind the dumpster. He held out a hand. J 
re ee; ans 
Ww caught his breath and glared at his friend. “ W hat 2 
are you doing here?” ' 


“Waiting for you,” Liam said calmly. 
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frowned. “Why?” 
Mr. Burton has hur Hees 
t you, Liam said, “but 


prew 
oo | know 
fraid you'd go too far and do something stupid,” 

z stupid, 


Burton has to be stopped!” Drew shook a fj 

% : a TIist. 
am nodded. “Do you hear that?” 
From the front of the pizzeria, the crowd’s roar 
d. Women screamed. Men bellowed curses. The 


J was * 
“Mr. 


Li 


crescendoe 
norde’s Tage Was palpable thing that pressed around the 


pizzeria like a thick, clinging fog. 

“You've done enough,” Liam said. “They won't let 
him get away with anything else. You've stopped him.” 

Drew shook his head. “You don’t get it.” 

“I do,” Liam said. “You convinced me.” He looked 
ndages on Drew's arm. “But Mr. 


burn down his restaurant. You 
nd it worked. 


pointedly at the ba 
Burton would never 
made that up so you'd rile up the crowd. A 
They're going to run him out of town. It’s over.” 

Drew clenched his fists. “l didn’t make that up! And 


it’s not over. Not yet, it isn't.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“T have to get in there.” 
Liam crossed his arms and shook his head. 
“Get out of my way,” Drew commanded. 
Liam shook his head again. 
Drew lost his patience. He didn’t have time for this. 
Drew reached out and shoved his friend with both 
hands. He put all his weight behind the thrust. 
Liam lost his footing and staggered to the side. He 


reeled to catch himself, but his momentum got the bee 
of him. He careened into the side of the dumpster and hit 
down hard and lay 


his head on the corner of it. He went 


ae pcarels 5 
d frow ned. is ished Liam 
ad give : 

But Liam had given Drew No 


and opened the Pizzeria’. 


ked down an 


, do that. 
lled out his key 


back doot. 

tion with Liam had stoked Drew’s fury, 
erca edin't 
d up that energy, and Drew needed 
to direct it at Mr. Burton, 


te crowd’s wrath. The Physica} 


~e ha 
violence d 
anne 
to let it rIp- He plan bates he pizzeria, Drew < 
as he was inside the { ” V Started 
AS soon ¢« 


und, looking for the old man. He didn’t have 
racing aro ; 


ton was sitting at his desk ; 
hard. Mr. Bur 7 
to look very 


his office. 


When Drew b 
plants and antiques than the rest of the place, Mr. Burton 


didn’t move at first. Mr. Burton was staring at his dark 
green desk blotter, his head in his liver-spotted hands. 

§ Drew recoiled when Mr. Burton’s gaze met his OWn. 
The old man looked so grizzled. The whites of the 


watery eyes were yellowed. His lips were stretched out, 


urst into the room even more stuffed with 


nearly bloodless. 

“What are you doing here?” Mr. Burton asked. 

Drew held out his arm and pointed at the jerk who 
deserved everything that was coming his way. “You're a 
monster,” Drew said quietly. 

Of course Drew didn’t believe that, not literally. He 
Knew he’d blown everything out of proportion. He knew 

he'd played fast and loose with the truth. But none of that 


m . . pais 
attered. It was time to Wrap it all up and finish Mr. 
Burton once and for all. 


“ 
I'm ith j 
done with Just messing with you.” Drew 
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inned. “Although, that’s been fun, How 


she decapitated rat I left for you? 


h blood in them, huh? ho knew rats had 
chat muC 1, huh? I was Watching w} 
5 g when 


Liam caught you cleaning up.” Drew laughed. “ 


was a Tiot. It totally scared him,’ That 


: Drew : 

crossed his a 
i S arms 
ked his head. “But n« 
and coc >w, I'm going to make sure 


everyone sees you for what you are.” 

Drew strode toward the desk and grabbed Mr. Burton 
by the elbow. He yanked the man from his chair. “You're 
coming with me, Drew said. Mr. Burton tried to resist, 
but Drew easily manhandled the man out of the office 
and pulled him toward the dining room. 


Liam’s head was pounding when he opened his eyes. He 
groaned and pressed a hand to the back of his head. His 
fingers came away wet. 

“Bastard,” Liam muttered as he struggled to his 
feet. Looking around, he spotted the pizzeria’s open 
back door. 

“Drew,” Liam groaned. He staggered toward the door. 

The inside of Justa Pizza was dark. Only the security 
lights threw out pockets of feeble illumination. The 
dimness made the dining room look like a dark jungle; 
the antique sideboards and hutches looked like predatory 
animals squatting in wait, preparing to pounce on the 
defenseless oak tables and upturned chairs. 

Normally, when Justa Pizza was closed, the only 
sounds within its walls were the hum of the industrial 
refrigerators and Mr. Burton's habitual whistling. This 
evening, though, the pizzeria was bursting with the 
sound of the irate crowd screaming and chanting outside 
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ent legs churning, running 


Id man. Before he got half, 
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cak Drew’s grasp, but his 
ae F 
ws. After a few seconds of 


) ple upturned chairs and 

i quid glugged inside the 

0 the floor. Its biting 
” | 

3 ket. Mr. Burto? 

with his free hand. 


around 
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« plinked to try to clear his suddenly blurry visior 

rhe «noe on his head was Boing more than just ca 

a ; porrible headache. Liam had to hold on to ey 
to fight the vertigo that tried to take his legs he 


rch 
he ynder him. 


1 Liam cried. 


“prew: 
poth Mr. Burton and Drew whipped their gazes 


coward Liam. 


“y know ] wa 
payout would do for me,” Mr. Burton said in 


I wasn’t going to do it.’ The old man’s eyes 
“T was just so desperate. But I couldn't go 
’d never do anything to hurt anyone!” 
hether Mr. Burton was talking to 
r way, it didn’t matter. 

5 efforts to take control of the 
> Drew grunted. 

d to get his head to clear. 
dat Mr. Burton. “If he 


; running the numbers to see what an 


jnsurance 
4 rush, © but 
Glled with tears. 
through with it. I 
Liam wasn't sure W 
him or to Drew. Eithe 
Drew redoubled hi 
lighter. “Help me, Liam, 
Liam rubbed his eyes and trie 
“1 don’t understand.” Liam pointe 
isn’t going to gO through with it, why—?” 
“Pm going to make sure it burns!” Drew shouted. 
“That way, everyone will know how powerful I am!” 
Liam took a step forward. The room started to spin 
him. His stomach began to roil, Liam fought to 


Tif rea : 
eee 2” Drew looked from Liam 


in, “I orchestrated this whole 
ory. I created the narrative. 


w'} 


id! SEN: vat do you mean?” 


me. 


pl 
» chuckled. The 
ch the lighter- He L: hen he 
ed wih » lighter at Liam. 
Drew ihr e pointe the Mg ee Vous. bel; 
started © Jaug?: Like everyone CISC: ia Eved it 
-~1) for it: : va 
“You fell for _, Burton tightened. He shook the 
, ; } on : ld 
4 y's grip ught you could bos 
all.” Drew * ‘d old man. Tho © y S Us 
“Stup! d for it.” Drew narrowed }j, 


old man. yht I’d stan 

ground. pated t Mr. Burton. “Well, I won't stand fo, 
sneered 4 : 

P 3 ‘ d. 7 a 

“al” he bellowe nter. A clicking sound preceded 


flicked th all flame that spurted upward anq 


Drew 
the whoosh of a sm 


ight. 
Se don't? Liam pelle “ied 
Outside, someone shouted, “Fire: 
Instead of discouraging the crowd, the word fire 
nized it. The screams and yells crescendoed, and 


galva i 
even more of the mass of bodies compressed against the 


picture window. 
Mr. Burton started flailing in Drew's grasp. He flung 


his free arm and kicked out at Drew’s legs. One kick 

landed hard on Drew’s shin. Drew let go of Mr. Burton, 

and Mr. Burton fell backward into the nearest table. He 
got caught up in the upside-down chairs on the tabletop; 
he lost his balance and fell to the floor. 

Thats when Drew leaned over to light the spilled 
kerosene on the tile floor, The sound of a sizzling whomp 
filled the room as the lighter’s small flame morphed into 
a giant flame, an angry behemoth of a flame that was 
obviously hungry for destruction. 

A raucous cheer from outside joined the fire’s ignition. 
The cheer seemed to fuel the fire, giving it power and 
lightning speed. 

The angry flame Spired upward, and it fanned out, 
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he, be _, through the room. The spread hapnent - 
liey,. Lt One second, Mr. Burton’s Ee Wt an 
Ook th. i the air as he paugeicd to right himself. His hee 
pos Us ynocked ie ne uy of his nose, Mr. Burton’s face 
= hi, flushed ES cae exertion as he looked toward Drew with 
‘nd f). fury 10 his wide-eyed gaze. The next second, the furious 
flames enveloped the old man. 
“edey Liam must nave soaked Mr. Burton in kerosene 
ang because the fire literally obliterated him. The old man 
disappeared so thoroughly into the mass of orange-and- 
yellow flames that he appeared to instantaneously merge 
with the fire’s seething undulation. 
fire Mr. Burton’s obliteration spurred the crowd into an 
nd even louder clamor. People started clapping and hooting. 
he Liam could see people jumping up and down. Some were 


patting one another on the back. 
The fire flared brighter and it expanded, shooting out 
sinewy, hot tentacles throughout the room. One of those 


ua 
> 


tentacles whipped its way toward Drew. It ignited Drew's 
jeans and surged up his body. 

Liam, numb with shock and still unsteady on his feet, 
couldn’t do anything but stare as the fire unfurled itself up 
and out. It spread itself over Drew as if slathering him in 
flames. 

The fire’s consumption of Mr. Burton had been so fast 
and complete that the old man had never had a chance 
to react. He’d gone from a body to.an integral part of 
the conflagration without making a single sound. Drew s 
immolation, however, was a slower process. 

The flames wrapping themselves around Dr 
as voracious as those that had annihilated Mr. Burton. 
These flames took their time, slithering and creeping 
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Even thoug! uldn’t. move: His gaze was held gu 
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he 
j Liam, | on 
the guttering tre | 
Drew s skin. 
* the flames that kept Liam’, a 
Drew himself. 


roware nors of the flames flicking 


prisoner by 


ips Over 
their red-hot Ups 


J -tually, 1 
No. Actual) i 
11S friend. It was nse! 
j him, Drew didn’t resist them, He 


t wasn 


riveted on 
>5 encasec 
As the flames ; aa 
| nicked attempt to run, no reasoned move to drop 
> a 7 
made no p* 


1. He just stood there. And he didn’t cry out, Instead 
. He jus 


d rol - 75 a 
anc licked its way up to his face, Drew laughed. 
e lic 


as the fir f ; i : 
It was a laugh of triumph, Liam realized. Drew felt 


like he’d won. The fire was part of his victory dance, 

Drew laughed and Jaughed and laughed. 

His lips drawn back from his teeth, Drew laughed 
maniacally, lacing guffaws with keening Screeches of 
glee. He laughed even as his skin began to crackle anq 
glisten. 

Through the squirming, ardent flames, Drew’. skin 
turned slickly red. The entire surface of Drew’s body 
began to pulse crimson, as if it was a slab of rare meat 
broiling on the grill. Pops and fizzes 


s) = l 


pee . 
lams nostrils were assaulted by the worst stench 


odor was simil 
t also different. 


from his biology cl 


ar to that of 


asses to 
€ barbecue sm I g consumed, 
Came from that process. But a 
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: b plood. That was why Liam was inhaling a 
with metallic scent. The heat was boiling Drew from 
d him from the outside. 


re 


air was alight now, too. That blaze gave off a 


prew’s h 
that made Liam’s eyes water. 


=jrous smell 
Or maybe th 
ing with black, oily fumes. 
Still, Drew laughed. 
And the crowd cheered. 
Liam could barely process what he was seeing. It was 
as if Drew and the townspeople outside the pizzeria were 
locked in a feedback loop of infectious excitement. Drew’s 


combustion was inciting the crowd, and the crowd’s 
All this combined 


excitement was spurring on Drew. 
passion also seemed to be kindling the fire. 

The flames suddenly stopped playing around. Instead 
of nibbling at the outside of Drew’s body, they began 


ud —_— SS 


at was the smoke. The entire room was 


devouring it. 
Liam finally found the will to move. 

Galloping toward the pizzeria’s front door, he fumbled 
with the deadbolt and threw the door open. Flames 
chased him as he fell out into the waiting arms of the 
 now-near-hysterical crowd. | 
5 PAs Liam staggered to stay upright, the entire crowd 
began backing away from the building. It had to. The 

i, was fully alight. Anyone standing nearby would 
d as Mr, Burton and Drew were 
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he window. Impossibly, he }, 5 
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w faced t 
s head, and he curled his hands 


red, Drew 7° d 
bove hi 


raised his arms 4 
into fists of fire- 
as_barely Drew now—the ¢ 
Te 


Although Drew W 
that his body was just a scar] 
et 


had overtaken him so 
: ; Bone: 
in the fire’s flames—he still had ee 


- jmprint with 
consciousness left to spot Liam. Liam could see the whit 
of Drew’s eyes 45 Drew aimed his gaze at his friend. ° 
e by the window now. The mob haq 


Liam was alon 
regained its sanity, at least enough to back away from th 
e 


building. 
Consequently, Liam alone was the one who saw Dre 
W 


shift his right hand to give Liam a charred thumbs-y 
S-up. 


This gesture was his last act. 
Liam could do nothing to help his friend. All he coulq 


do was watch in horror as Drew’s body finally succumbed 
to the radiant heat that devoured it. 

Drews skin was literally melting off his body, reveali 
the slick, wormlike network of his tendons and vein Fs 
well as the stark white and now-blackening len i 4 
his Bone Drew’s body pulled in on itself and fe 3 
Puen ee It disappeared in blinding sree 
| . i i Ww. ped up ad out, forcing Liam to back 
me y om the building and join the rest of the 

| we am people in 
ef Beate andi thick black smoke were now 
: athe pizzeria. Liam and the people around 
d anc fe : ated even farther away. 
houted, “Look!” 
ind saw an older woman 
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t the “nearly complete dusk, 
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, smoke was billowing up and out. A breeze was 
the ing its breaking it up, then reforming it... into a 
that more than faintly resembled a horned Abaae 


A ripple of gasps and shouts coursed through the 


crowd: 
“pfallelujah!” someone shouted. “The monster’s dead! 


Then everyone began talking at once. Some people 
garted dancing in the street. Others hugged whoever 
standing next to them. The mob unraveled and 


12? 


was 
reconstituted itself into a block party. 


In the distance, sirens sounded. As they got closer, 

Liam pushed through the crowd and strode as fast as his 

‘still-weak legs would carry him toward the alley where 
he’d left his bike. 


Liam’s house was quiet when he got home. His parents 
were probably with the revelers in the street in front 
of the bonfire that used to be Justa Pizza...and Mr. 
Burton and Drew. 
As Liam reached his bedroom and began stripping off 
his smoke-filled clothes, his mind provided him with 
a Technicolor image of Drew’s fire-beleaguered skin 
liquefying before it began to slough away from Drew's 
-sinews an¢ bones. Liam moaned as his stomach heaved. 
anifor: ‘aa ae where he emptied his 
toilet before eee on the shower and 
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Liam dressed in clean jeans and 4 
After his showe® nething about the white cotton | 
T-shirt. an any other color he could have 


eaner th ; : ; 
el aa Oy ok residual of Mr. Burton’s claim 


Jor of cleanliness. Liam shuddered ay 


crisp. white 
made him fe 
chosen; maybe ¢ 
that white was the co 


old man. 
the pag honen smelly clothes out to the trash, Liam 
After he to 


hrew himself on his precise 

-; bedroom and t y 

returned (0 on The scratchy seams of the old quilt his 

made a sewed for him when he was little chafeg at 

Tei as he put his hands behind his head on the 
s 


ae again, Liam’ brain replayed Drew’s fina] 

moments. Liam wanted to force the vision from his head, 

but he couldn’t stop himself from searching the images 
for his last glimpse of Drew’s face. 

He focused on the stark white of Drew’s widened eyes 
and the equally bright white of Drew’s exposed teeth. 
Liam remembered how skewed and contorted Drew’s 
face had been right before he’d flicked the lighter. 

It was unhinged, Liam realized. Drew had lost it 
entirely. But when? Had he been delirious before he'd 
started his campaign to ruin Mr. Burton or had his 
stories driven him over the edge? 

Liam couldn’t believe he'd fallen for Drew’s lies. 
Drew had made up everything, even the stuff about how 
Mr. Burton hurt him. All his injuries really had been 
| | the result of stupid accidents, just as Liam had always 
if Fa Mi Me thought, Drew had been careless on the job. He’d hurt 
Mea nea ith: limself, Mr. Burton had never done a thing. 
| But what about the serial killer stuff? What about Mr. 
Past? Drew might have been making it all up, 
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chere really ig # serial killer on the loose, Was it ; 

vinci dence that Mr. Burton moved en : F : It just 
Liam vaulted rhetd of his bed and went to 
desk: He opened his laptop. Maybe if he ee ao 
ov something, it would take his mind. off Sarg 
happened. 7 

Liam opened his computer to his home page, which 
displayed the most recent news headlines. “Serial ae 
caught at last,” one headline read. Liam’s chest tightened 
as he clicked on the article. Just two sentences in, he felt 
like he was going to be sick. ; 
The police had caught the serial killer. The killer was 
an old guy, but not Mr. Burton. Liam rubbed his eyes 
and closed the article window. His eyes filled with tears 
as he thought about the sweet old guy who'd been such 
4 great boss... before Drew ruined everything. “I’m so 


sorry, Mr. B,” Liam whispered. 

He sat in silence for a long time after that. Then he 

wiped his eyes and opened a new document on his laptop. 
Liam never fancied himself a writer like Drew did. 

But he got good grades in English. He could write well 

enough. 

“This is for you, Mr. B,” Liam said as he. started 

tapping keys. : 


Liam had never been officially on staff at the school paper 
_ (even though Drew often tried talking him into it), but 


he’d hung around his friend enough to know how to-put 
out an edition. First thing the next morning, he ih 
directly to the paper's office at school. There, he : - 
‘an ev i pea - . - sl i Tm ng 
lished a special edition that contained justihis.own mee 6 
: i J Ling geet heat , bite! : 
4 ee -s* 


FREE PALESTINE 
pLEX 
pizZA ov 
TALES FROM THE e il: 
at rhe 
a & . went to class where 
¢ Mr. Burton. Then iN cerhe usual 1ere, pst 
article sigh verything was business payneua): $ . sf 
jstoundingly. ¢ Saal Liam waited for the outcry, ch f 
Through” -ople cart talking about the tragedy that L 
uld peok : ould they grieve the loss 


n? When Ww 


When wo 
ema 


befallen the 
a d lament th 


m4 ki nan an 
of a kind I rich . afluence? 
> Liam had written 
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in his article. “The police cave 
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n’t Mr. Burton. 


o tried to live a good life. If we're 


it was 
was a good man wh 
looking for monsters, ! know where we can find them. 


nthe mirror. If you were part of the crowd that 
badgered Mr. Burton to his fiery end, then you'll find 


the monster looking back at you. 
ould never understand, his article 


Just look j 


For reasons Liam Wi 
had no impact on the town. None at all. 
No one cared. Not even Drew’s latest girlfriend, Leila, 


who Liam saw sashaying down the hall at the end of the 
day after the fire, holding hands with Greg, the football 
team’s quarterback. Leila’s almost silver-blonde hair was 

a stark contrast to that of the girl walking next to her... 
Shauna. Shauna, who had sent Liam a “we're done” email 
the night before, was now paired up with the football 
ee star running back. Good. Let him pay for the 
hana i aaah and the limo. Maybe Liam 

an e i on ima than later. 

hee nahi ‘i en he did buy his car, he'd 
Be se araia never forget Drew. Even if 


Over the 
next 
“status” had fr see ays Tiam realized that Drew’s 
“nothing but a memory. In school and 
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und town, Liam didn’t hear Drew’s name mentioned 
aro 
at all. 

The fire 


4a rumor that a national franchise would take over 


department boarded up Justa Pizza. Someone 


starte 


the space. 
Life went on. 


And everything went back to normal. 


